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gRADES DO NOT DETERMINE DESTINY.
Jim Thigpen ’67 got a “D” in acting class 
at Furman. But that less-than-stellar mark did 
not deter him, because in the ensuing decades 
he managed to alter the theatrical landscape 
in South Carolina for the better as a producer, 
director and, yes, actor.
Since 1985 Thigpen and his wife, Kay, 
have run Trustus Theatre in Columbia, a pro-
fessional non-profit theatre that specializes 
in cutting-edge, provocative works that most 
theatres won’t consider. Under the Thigpens’ 
aegis, Trustus gained a national reputation for 
excellence and earned the right to be the first 
in the Southeast to premiere many of the most 
important plays and musicals of the past three 
decades, including Falsettos and Pulitzer Prize 
winner Angels in America. 
Jim Thigpen says Trustus was created as 
an answer to a question. “We asked ourselves: 
‘What is missing in this town?’ Community 
theatres had their own missions, but the work 
was nothing to really sink your teeth into. So we 
decided to bring in shows that other theatres never 
do, the stuff that’s popular Off-Broadway. That’s 
our niche, and we wanted to make the work 
accessible. Instead of a stuffy experience, at Trustus 
we’ve always sold beer and had munchies on the 
table, and comfortable chairs.”
Occasionally a show has provoked local ire, such 
as when swastikas were painted on the theatre’s 
door and walls during a production of Bent, a play 
about two gay men in a Nazi concentration camp. 
But, as often happens, the resulting controversy 
boosted ticket sales.
Trustus has also helped jump-start careers like 
that of David Lindsay-Abaire, whose Tony Award-
nominated works include Rabbit Hole, which won 
the Pulitzer Prize in 2007. In 1995, Lindsay-Abaire 
was struggling to get anything produced when 
Thigpen called and said Trustus wanted to present 
his play A Show of Hands.
Lindsay-Abaire writes, “Many theatres brag about 
being on the frontline of American drama, discovering 
new talents and producing new plays, but very few 
will actually take the risks that Jim and Trustus take. 
Jim is willing to pull a script off a pile of plays and 
commit to producing it, even though the writer is 
totally unknown . . .
“Jim took that risk with me, and it gave me encour-
agement at the very moment I needed it most. I’ve since 
been incredibly lucky in my career, and very grateful for 
all the support I’ve received, but Jim and Trustus were 
there first, and for that I will always be in their debt.”
Thigpen, a Chicago native, has long pushed the 
boundaries of people’s sensibilities. He enrolled at 
Furman in the early ’60s after a stint in the Navy, 
arriving with three extra years of life experience . . . 
and a tattoo.
“No one had a tattoo,” says Thigpen. “It caused 
quite a stir. I was a big-city kid and didn’t really fit in, 
but that made the entire experience fascinating.”
He soon joined a fraternity (Centaur), met his first 
wife (Sally Boyd, with whom he remains friendly), and 
started Furman’s wrestling team, which he captained 
and coached his sophomore year. And that was not 
to be his only Furman first.
Retired drama professor Phil Hill e-mailed his 
memories of the time: “In the spring of 1966 I directed 
Inherit the Wind, and Jim auditioned. I immediately cast 
him as Bertram Cates, and he was excellent in the role.
. . . From then on, Jim was either onstage or backstage 
for every show we did until he graduated.
C. ALUKA BERRy/THE STATE MEDIA CO.
“We instituted a major in drama that year, 
graduating our first class in June, 1967. Jim 
was in it. He likes to describe himself as Fur-
man’s first drama major, and in one sense 
that’s true, for the other two students who 
graduated from the drama and speech depart-
ment that year were more interested in speech, 
whereas Jim was hooked on theatre.”
Thigpen says being a jock did not endear 
him to many in the department, but his 
brother was working as an actor and he 
wanted to do the same. “I broke the stereo-
type,” he says. “It’s too bad that we don’t 
bridge that gap between artists and athletes 
more often.” 
After college Thigpen coached high 
school wrestling for a few years. He says 
many skills transfer from gym to stage, 
“especially in terms of psychology. In both 
you work as a team, you need to identify 
strengths and weaknesses, and you have 
to know how to motivate some more than others. 
The major difference is that during a play you can’t 
scream from the sidelines.”
Now, 27 years after Trustus opened its doors, 
the Thigpens have handed the house keys over to their 
successors. Their departure has not been unnoticed. 
In June they received the Silver Crescent Award for out-
standing service to the state — the perfect companion 
to the Verner Award, the highest honor the state gives 
in the arts, which Trustus received in 2000.
In retirement, Thigpen says he and Kay want to 
get to know each other again. “We lived and worked 
together as a couple for 27 years. It’s amazing we’ve 
made it through.”
Before they started Trustus, the Thigpens took a trip 
to Key West, Fla. Afterward they talked about visiting 
the other end of the East Coast. Now, almost three 
decades later, they’re taking that road trip to Maine. 
“We’re gonna eat some lobster,” says Jim.
— RANDALL DAVID COOK
The author, a 1991 graduate, is resident playwright 
for Gotham Stage Company in New York City. His latest 
work, In a Town Near Faith, was performed June 11 
as part of the company’s SPRINGboard New Works 
Reading Series. 
Furman ALUMNI NEWS
George Russell Sutton, Sr. ’54, 
June 1, Greenville. Russ was an out-
standing football and baseball player at 
Furman, earning all-state, all-conference 
and honorable mention All-America honors. 
He also played semi-pro baseball during the 
summers and was signed by the Cleveland 
Indians. After graduating he entered the 
Army, where he organized and coached 
the 4th Armor Group football team for
the European command. He completed 
military service and joined Carolina Radio 
Supply Company as industrial sales mana-
ger. At his death he owned American 
Wiping Cloth, Inc. In 1990 he was inducted 
into the Sumter (S.C.) Sports Hall of Fame 
and the Furman Athletic Hall of Fame.   
Charles “Bud” Baumgardner ’55, 
December 25, Clovis, Calif. 
Walter Andrew King ’55, May 24, 
Cleveland, S.C. Andy was a standout 
football player who served in the U.S. 
Marine Corps during the Korean War. 
He was a retired salesman and a member 
of the American Quarter Horse Association. 
Lester C. Rich ’55, April 16, Greenville. 
Jack was a minister with many Upstate 
churches.
Hilda King Wright ’55, May 11, 
Greenville. She attended Southwestern 
Baptist Theological Seminary and served as 
minister of music at several South Carolina 
churches. She retired as a teacher from 
League Academy in Greenville.
James Cohen Arms ’57, October 22, 
Guyton, Ga. He was pastor of several 
Baptist churches in South Carolina before 
relocating to Johnson City, Tenn., where 
he was pastor of Pinecrest Baptist Church 
and studied for a master’s degree in English 
at East Tennessee State University. He even-
tually moved to Savannah, Ga., where he 
led Cresthill Baptist Church for 21 years. In 
1991 he began an 18-year career as a staff 
chaplain at Memorial Health University Med-
ical Center in Savannah, and in 1992 he and 
his wife were commissioned as chaplains by 
the Georgia Baptist Convention.
Max Edward Robinson ’59, April 23, 
Slater, S.C. He was a U.S. Air Force disabled 
veteran of the Korean Conflict.
Hazel Douglas Ross ’62 (M.A. ’82), 
March 25, Abingdon, Va. She was a teacher.
Dewey James Toney, M.A.’62, May 14, 
Forest City, N.C. A Navy veteran of World 
War II, he taught in North Carolina, Georgia 
and Florida, and in military dependent 
schools.   
Charles Jackson Tucker ’62, May 16, 
Rock Hill, S.C. Jack taught in a Greenville 
high school for a year before pursuing 
graduate work at the University of Georgia. 
He then taught at Furman, the University 
of Alabama and Clark College of Atlanta 
University before joining the faculty at 
Winthrop University in Rock Hill in 1980. 
There he served as chair of the sociology 
department for 18 years. After stepping 
down as chair he continued teaching 
until his retirement in 2006, when he was 
awarded emeritus status. In retirement he 
volunteered with the Adult Literacy Center 
and the york County Public Library. He was 
president of the Southern Demographic 
Association and was active in the American 
Sociology Association and the Population
Association of America. He chaired the 
Policy Board of the South Carolina 
Gerontology Center from 1992–99 and 
was a consultant on aging with the state 
Department of Health and Human Services. 
He served as chair of the Mature Adults 
Subcommittee of the S.C. Long Term Care 
Council and Human Services Coordinating
Council, and he was co-author of York 
County South Carolina, Its People and Its 
Heritage, published in 1983.
Gail Clarkston Crusco ’63, October 21, 
Greenville. She was an artist who worked 
in oils, acrylics and stained glass. She was 
also a master gardener and a member of 
Mary Truesdale and Laurens Road garden 
clubs. She taught reading for the Greenville 
Literacy Association and was a realtor. 
Eleanor Dale Davis ’63, April 27, New 
york, N.y. A theatrical manager who repre-
sented actors, writers and directors for more 
than 40 years, Dale began her career at the 
Michael Thomas Agency. She opened Dale 
Davis & Co. in 1976 and then merged with 
Harris Spylios in 1988 to form Davis Spylios 
Management. Visit paulettealden.com 
to read author Paulette Bates Alden’s 
tribute to Dale in her blog entry titled 
“Big Love: Dale Davis (1939–2012).”
Paul Edward Blackmon ’64, November 
4, Tigerville, S.C. He retired from the state 
Department of Natural Resources. He was 
a charter member of the Tigerville Volunteer 
Fire Department and later was elected 
commissioner.
Theresa Bingham McNeill, M.A. ’65, 
Woodruff, S.C. She was a retired educator, 
having served as the first guidance coun-
selor at League Middle School in Greenville. 
She was also a talented seamstress, quilt-
maker and competitive card player.  
Bennett Ray Skelton ’65, May 8, 
Greenville. He owned and operated Skelton 
Landscaping and Construction. In 1975 
his company was responsible for planting 
the first trees on Main Street in Greenville, 
which contributed to the revitalization of 
the city. A decorated Air Force veteran, he 
served during the Korean War from 1951-
53. He was a commander of the Veterans 
of Foreign Wars and was active in prison 
ministry. 
Steven R. Straub ’67, March 30, 
Lawrenceville, Ga. A U.S. Navy veteran, he 
was a sales manager with Bostik Regional 
Products.
Larry Davis ’68, May 14, Durham, N.C. 
He served in the U.S. Army from 1970–72, 
including a year in Vietnam.
Helen Anna Bragg, M.A. ’69, 
June 12, Greenville. She retired in 1986 
after 38 years with the Greenville County 
School System, completing her career 
as an education supervisor.
David Russell Stone ’71, November 7, 
Seneca, S.C. He was a partner with Deloitte 
Consulting, serving as a computer consul-
tant in the Charlotte, N.C., office. After 
moving to Seneca he worked for several 
years with Westpoint Stevens.
Thomas Jefferson Walker ’71, May 
9, Greenville. He studied at Cambridge 
University in England and worked as a 
freelance writer.
Robin Elizabeth Walton Hendricks 
Crossley ’72, March 28, Greenville. She 
taught for 25 years at Easley (S.C.) High 
School and was a member of Delta Kappa 
Gamma.
Ellen Edwards Burnham, M.A.’73, 
April 28, Simpsonville, S.C. She retired 
from the Greenville County School System 
after 30 years as a teacher. 
Hannah Lever Wishman ’74, October 
24, Greenville. Nan was a librarian at Beck 
Middle School.  
Wanda B. Adams ’76, June 14, 
Greenville. She was retired from the 
city’s Department of Social Services. 
P. Lawrence Hoffman ’78, 
October 5, Swansea, S.C. He graduated 
from the University of South Carolina 
School of Law and worked in civil service 
in South Carolina.
Walter Jackson Coleman, Jr. ’83, 
March 29, Jacksonville, Fla. Jack was 
a talented musician and played with 
a band named Rock City Angels. He 
was also a master artisan with stone, 
creating one-of-a-kind designs and 
installations. He was an avid skeet 
shooter in his youth and won the 
national Triple Crown award when 
he was 12.
Daniel Bruce Gentry ’83, October 30, 
Greenville. Bruce was a teacher and 
musician and worked as an actor with 
the National Shakespeare Co. 
William Robert Hudgens, Jr. ’83, 
May 16, Spartanburg, S.C. Bobby was 
a supervisor with Old Dominion Freightline.
William Banks Patrick III ’93, October 
4, Phoenix, Ariz. Banks completed law 
school at the University of South Carolina. 
He taught English in Japan for two years, 
followed by several years in Vail, Colo., 
where he worked with adults with 
disabilities. At his death he was studying 
at Midwestern University to become 
a physician assistant.  
 
